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For Bruce…again


I want to be with those who know secret things or else alone.

—Rainer Maria Rilke

 

And when at last you find someone to whom you feel you can pour out your soul, you stop in shock at the words you utter—they are so rusty, so ugly, so meaningless and feeble from being kept in the small cramped dark inside you so long.

—Sylvia Plath, The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath


Prologue

“Hey! I don’t think you should go through that,” Rob said, barely audible because he didn’t want his fear to show. He sucked in a breath and clutched his suitcase close to him, as though it were a child—or a flotation device. Or a boy he loved and didn’t want to lose…

The water spread out on the road under the overpass like a black mirror. It could have been a few inches deep or a few feet. From just a visual, there was no way to gauge how deep it was. No person with any sense would drive into it.

His Uber driver, a sallow-complexioned man in his forties wearing a black baseball cap, gave out a low whistle. “We’ll be okay,” he said cheerfully, with a confidence Rob simply didn’t have. “Just sit back and let me worry. We’ll be fine.”

Rob wished he had the nerve to speak up, to command, “No! Don’t! Just turn around.” After all, this driver was putting them both in danger. But he felt like protesting would make him seem insane or, at the very least, silly. So what’s worse, he wondered, seeming crazy or drowning? He cursed himself for the ridiculous lengths he went to so as to avoid confrontation.

A thunderclap as loud as an explosion sounded then, and Rob swore the black Lincoln Continental shuddered under its vibration. Lightning turned the dark, cloud-choked dawn skies bright white for an instant, as though day had peeked in, seen the weather, and then ducked back out.

“This baby can get through it,” the driver said, giving the car a little more gas.

Rob tightened his lips to a single line and furrowed his brows as his driver set off into the small lake stretching out before them. As the driver moved completely under the overpass, the drumming sound of the rain on the roof suddenly ceased, and the silence was like the intake of a breath.

“C’mon, c’mon,” the driver urged almost under his breath as he sallied farther into the water, giving the car more gas.

Even before the engine started to whine in protest, Rob knew they were in trouble by the way the water parted to admit the Lincoln. Waves sloshed by on either side.

Rob thought again he should speak up—like maybe to suggest that the driver could attempt to back up—but held his tongue. The guy was a professional, right? He knew what he was doing.

They’d be okay.

And the driver continued, deeper and deeper into the water standing so treacherously beneath the overpass.

The engine made a lowing sound, like a cow’s moo, as the flood rose up the sides of the vehicle.

Rob gasped as brackish, foul-smelling water covered his loafered feet, pouring in through the small spaces around the doors.

The driver eyed him in the rearview mirror. There was a defeat in his voice as he said, “You better open your door and get out while you can.”

Rob wondered, for only a moment, why he would want to. Then it struck him with the adrenaline-fueled clarity born of panic that if he didn’t open his door now, he might never get another chance. The rising water and its pressure would make it impossible to open the door.

If it wasn’t already too late…

Rob leaned over and pressed against the door. The engine stalled at that moment, and his driver reached for his own door handle up front.

For a brief moment that caused his heart to drum fast, Rob feared his door wouldn’t open. He slid over and leaned against it with his shoulder pressed against the black leather, grunting.

The door held and then suddenly gave way.

Granted access, water rushed into the vehicle. The icy current rose up, covering his ankles and his calves. It was almost over his knees when he managed to slide from the Lincoln.

Outside the car, he stood. The water rose up almost to his neck. He felt nothing, only a kind of numbness and wonder. His driver was already sloshing forward toward the pearly light at the other side of the overpass. He didn’t give Rob so much as a backward glance.

Rob started moving against the water, wondering what might be swimming in it.

Thunder grumbled and then cracked again. The lightning flared, brilliant white, once more. And the rain poured down even harder.

He looked back for a moment at the Lincoln Continental, thinking about his TUMI bag on the seat. There was no hope for that now!

He slogged through the water and progressed steadily forward, feeling like a refugee in some third-world country, bound for freedom. In his head he heard the swell of inspirational music.

After what seemed like an hour, but was really only about five minutes, Rob reached dry land at the end of the overpass, where the entrance ramp veered upward toward the highway. Cars whizzed by, sending up sprays of water, the motorists oblivious.

His driver eyed him but said nothing. He was out of breath.

Rob stood in the rain and remembered his iPhone in the front pocket of his khakis. He pulled it out, thinking to call for help. But when he pressed the Home button, the screen briefly illuminated and then blinked out, the picture of an ocean wave crashing toward the shore first skewing weirdly, then vanishing.

“Shit,” he whispered and then replaced the phone in his soaking-wet pants pocket.

He needn’t have worried about calling for help, however, because it seemed the universe had done it for him. On the other side of the overpass, a fire truck, lights on but no siren, pulled up to the water’s edge. Then two police cruisers. And finally, surprisingly, a news van with a satellite antenna on top brought up the rear.

The rest was kind of a blur. Through a bullhorn, one of the firemen advised them to come back toward them but to use the median instead of slogging through the flood. The concrete divider was only a few inches above the sloshing water.

Somehow, Rob and his driver managed a tightrope walk across the lake the underpass had become, balancing on the concrete divider.

When they reached the other side, one of the newscasters, a guy in a red rain slicker, stuck a microphone in his face and asked him to tell him what happened. Was he afraid? Stunned, Rob shook his head and moved toward the cop cars. Behind him, he could hear the driver talking to the reporter.

At the first police car, a uniformed officer got out from behind the steering wheel. She shut the door behind her and held a hand above the bill of her cap to further shield her from the rain. She was young, maybe midtwenties, with short black hair and a stout and sturdy build.

“You okay, sir?”

Rob nodded. “Yeah, I guess.” He smiled. “Didn’t expect a swim this early in the morning.”

The officer didn’t laugh. “Where were you headed? We might be able to take you, or at the very least, we can summon a taxi for you.”

And Rob opened his mouth to say, “To the airport” and then shut it again.

One thought stood out in his head. I could have drowned. He looked toward the Lincoln, which was filled now with water up to the middle of the windshield.

“Sir? You need us to get you somewhere?”

Rob debated, thinking of a young man, perhaps out in this same rain, getting almost as drenched as he was. He opened his mouth again to speak, unsure of how he could or should answer her question.

What he said now could very well determine the course of the rest of his life.


Chapter One

“This one time, my dad and I were fighting. This was when I was, oh, about sixteen, I guess, and we were going round and round about some damn thing—who remembers now?—but I very clearly recall getting exasperated with him and asking, ‘What do you want from me?’

“And you know what he said? He smiled very sweetly, and for a moment I was taken in by it. See, Dad was pretty stingy with the smiles. So I smiled back, completely innocent. And then he says, without ever losing that sweet smile, ‘What do I want from you? Your absence.’

“And then he turned and walked out of the room. Three weeks later, I was out of there.” Jasper poured another cosmopolitan for Lacy from the pitcher on the glass coffee table.

“Whoa!” She cautioned him as he filled the tumbler higher and higher. “I want to be able to walk out of here tonight.” Lacy flipped a curtain of black hair back from her face and took a sip. “Ah, you do have a kind of magic touch. I put the same ingredients together and, I swear, it’ll come out nothing like this.” She took another sip and closed her eyes in ecstasy. “Damn.” After a short pause, she asked, “Now, tell me for real. Is that story even true? Was your father really that mean?”

It was Jasper’s turn to close his eyes. What rose up behind his eyelids was an image of his father—dark wavy hair, pale blue-gray eyes, and perfect teeth—smiling so kindly, so lovingly. Jasper had hardly ever been the beneficiary of a smile like that growing up, and its effect was powerful, almost jarring, bringing for the tiniest of moments a certain joy. And then Dad said what he did.

How Jasper wished he could say it was all made-up, an attention-getting fiction, a melodramatic tale of family dysfunction.

A lump formed in Jasper’s throat, and his eyes began to well. He told himself, No, I’m not giving the man that power. I won’t. He took a big gulp of his cocktail and swallowed. When he opened his eyes, he drew in a big breath and smiled at his best friend and roommate, Lacy, and said, “I’m just being dramatic.” He snorted with laughter that wasn’t real and then told her, “My dad never got over what happened in our family. So it was always kind of hard for him, I think, to give me the love I wanted so bad. I think of him now as someone swimming in grief and never able to rise up from it, you know?”

Lacy smiled—and her smile was truly kind and loving, so Jasper had no fear that her next words would be anything other than supportive and sympathetic. “That poor man.”

“Yeah, that poor man.” Jasper turned his gaze to the big flat-screen in front of them. People always felt sorry for his dad when Jasper was growing up alone under his care. In fact, many of them said those very words, “That poor man, left to raise that little boy all alone.” And it was sad, but was Jasper wrong to feel he had somehow gotten lost in the shuffle, nothing more than an excess coda in the story of his family’s tragedy? “Sh,” he hushed Lacy. “It’s starting.”

As one, they both set down their drinks to watch the series finale of Ryan Murphy’s FX series, The Assassination of Gianni Versace. Jasper and Lacy had been recording the series since it began a few weeks ago and would sit down every Tuesday, the only night they both had off at the same time, to watch the latest edition of Murphy’s American Crime Story opus.

It was no secret that Jasper had a huge crush on series star and portrayer of murderer Andrew Cunanan, Darren Criss.

When Lacy found out about Jasper’s pining for the former Glee star, she’d joked, “Isn’t that kind of masturbatory?”

“What do you mean?” Jasper asked, batting his lashes innocently.

“Oh, don’t pretend. You can beat off to a picture of Darren Criss, or you can look in a mirror. Same difference, just about.”

They’d both laughed. Inside, Jasper was thrilled that Lacy thought he looked like the TV star. Even though Criss was Asian American and Jasper himself was Italian American, he conceded that maybe there was a passing resemblance.

The show began and, for the next forty-five minutes or so, the living room of their shared one-bedroom in the Rogers Park neighborhood of Chicago was quiet.

When the show ended and the pitcher of cosmos was empty, Lacy looked over at Jasper. “It’s such a sad story, really.”

“What? You feel sorry for Cunanan?”

“I feel sorry for everybody. But yeah, maybe a little bit. He was batshit crazy. He wanted the things we all want—love, security, a home. He just didn’t know how to go about getting them.”

Jasper shrugged. “I guess. Though I think Versace’s sister, Donatella, would beg to differ.”

“Yeah, she probably sees him as a murderous wannabe, a hanger-on, a ruiner of lives.”

“Which he was. All of those things.”

Lacy sighed and stood. She was a little shaky and had to grab the arm of the couch for support. “I should probably start getting ready.”

It was their custom, after a little TV on Tuesdays, to head out to a couple of the gay bars a bit farther south in the Andersonville neighborhood. Lacy was Jasper’s trusty wingwoman, and sometimes he felt sorry for her. She never complained about always being at Jasper’s side, helping him vet and judge the young men on offer at the bars on a Tuesday night with nary a chance for her to meet someone, unless she wanted to go the lesbian route, which she’d tried once or twice without, according to her, much success or satisfaction. “I like dick as much as you do,” she’d confided to Jasper.

“Is that even possible?” Jasper had responded, laughing.

*

When the TV was turned off, the magazines arranged on the coffee table, the dishes stacked in the sink, and the apartment looking okay in case a visitor should come back later, Jasper and Lacy stood in the small entryway of their vintage one-bedroom apartment, appraising each other’s looks in the mirror on the front closet door.

Jasper wished Lacy would stop with the goth-chick crap. For one, she was past thirty by a couple of years. Take away the black dye job, the thick eyeliner, the violet lipstick, the black taffeta, leather, and lace of her ensemble, and you’d have a soccer mom, one with mousy brown hair, wide hips, and a flat chest. The description, Jasper knew, wasn’t kind, but it was on target. And it wasn’t that he advocated she go for the soccer-mom look. Not at all. He knew she could cut her long hair, let it go back to its natural brown, amp it up with some golden highlights, and she’d look great. Throw on some skinny jeans, low boots, and a blousy top. With the right makeup and jewelry, she’d probably look a good decade younger.

The goth business was so over. It had been over since Jasper was a kid.

“You put so little effort into it,” Lacy said, her gaze affixed to Jasper’s green eyes in the mirror. She applied her purple lipstick and blotted it with a Kleenex.

“What do you mean?” Jasper knew, but he wanted to hear. He could always use a little extra confidence before setting out into the jungle of gay bars in Chicago, where there was always someone a little better waiting around a corner.

“Look at you. You take a shower, throw on a pair of Levi’s and a white T-shirt, a pair of Cons, and you’re good to go. You look like you just got off work from a GQ fashion shoot.”

Jasper laughed. “Oh come on, sister. You’re too kind.”

“I am not and you know it.”

Jasper looked at himself in the mirror—the wavy dark hair, the pale green eyes, the slight but strong build. He wondered how many more years past his current age of twenty-five he’d be able to enjoy such effortless handsomeness. He wasn’t being vain—he knew nothing lasted forever. If he could pull a Dorian Gray, he would, right this very moment, freezing this look in place. “Ah.” He waved Lacy’s praise away. “You and I both know nothing lasts forever.”

Lacy opened the front door, hoisting her bag up to her shoulder. “Which is why you should make the most of it.” She giggled and raised her eyebrows.

“What do you mean?”

“Old Andrew Cunanan had the right idea, He just had poor, if you’ll pardon the pun, execution.”

“Oh, you’re terrible, Muriel,” Jasper said, echoing Toni Collette in a favorite movie of theirs, Muriel’s Wedding.

“Seriously, though, you should see if you can’t find yourself a nice sugar daddy. Someone who will get you out of this shithole—”

“—and into the palace I deserve?”

“Exactly. Why not? Do it right and you can have all your dreams come true and never have to lift a finger. You’re good-looking enough, Jazz, and you know it.”

He didn’t know if he did know it, but the idea had occurred to him watching the Cunanan movie. If Andrew hadn’t been such a fucked-up loon, maybe he’d be doing fine today, sipping a glass of expensive wine while watching the sun set from some fabulous mansion in the tropics or on the Riviera coast.

Jasper shook his head. He was a shopgirl, refolding clothes at the Nordstrom Rack store downtown. What would he even talk about with some rich dude? At least Cunanan had a line of bull, a persona to draw on. Jasper grew up poor in southern Illinois, with a welder father who ignored him and a tragic history trailing him.

He wasn’t good enough for some rich guy. He was good enough, however, for a hot young guy. And that’s precisely what he intended to find tonight.

“Let’s go,” he said to Lacy, taking her arm and leading her out the door.

*

Where was Lacy?

Jasper leaned against a barstool, one cheek on it, one cheek off, swaying softly to the music in Carlton’s, the newest gay bar in Andersonville. The music was something vintage he knew Lacy would love, something she’d introduced him to, an eighties band called ABC. Right now, they were singing a tune called “The Look of Love.” Through the haze of his vodka-addled brain, one of the lyrics came through to him and made him shiver a little—the one about true love being the one thing he couldn’t find. He closed his eyes. Don’t be maudlin. Don’t feel sorry for yourself. You’re young yet. You’ll get that look one day.

Lacy was nowhere around. Jasper took another sip of his cosmo, and the supersweet drink caused a little frisson of nausea to pass through him. He needed to get home to his bed with its flannel sheet and old, worn quilt.

Hadn’t Lacy said something about an hour ago about being tired herself? About grabbing a cab on Clark Street? Jasper nodded in agreement with himself. And as always, she’d wanted Jasper to come home with her, although she’d never, ever say it. For the two of them to go home, kick off their shoes, have a nightcap, and maybe watch a little Golden Girls on Hulu. Maybe it would be one of those nights when one or the other would sneak into the other’s bed, and they’d hold each other until dawn crept in, two bugs in a rug, as Lacy would put it.

But Jasper had sent her away, his need for male companionship too great. There’d been a beefy redhead with a beard eyeing him. Going home with Lacy would have felt too much like failure. And yet, the redhead had disappeared.

And here he was, still drunk and empty-handed. The bar was due to close in a few minutes. The bartender had already brought up the lights and made the now-familiar call, “You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.”

Maybe this moment, right here and right now, was the true failure.

He swiveled in the stool, appraising himself in the mirror behind the bar. In the wan light, he looked older than his years, tired. The fresh look he’d had when they’d left the apartment was gone, swallowed up by too much booze and fatigue. He thought of himself as Neely O’Hara from another of the favorite classic movies he shared with Lacy, Valley of the Dolls.

The music stopped, and another song didn’t follow. Jasper pulled his phone out and saw that it was only a couple of minutes before two. There were four messages from Lacy. He supposed they were all missives designed to make him feel guilty, despite her encouraging him to have a good time and not worry about her when she left a while back. “I won’t wait up,” she’d said with a wink as she took her departure. Yet he knew that she’d lie in bed, listening for the sound of his key in the lock.

The bartender, a guy who called himself Luc but whom Jasper knew for a fact was really named George, leaned over the bar. “We’re closing up in a few, bro. If you want to come back to my place after we close, it’s cool. I got some weed…”

Jasper eyed the guy, who was probably a good ten years older than Jasper. He mulled over the offer but with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. He’d taken guys like Luc up too many times. “Better than nothing,” he was learning, was a lie. In spite of the tight wifebeater tank, the tiger tattoo around his pumped-up left bicep, and the thick shock of bedhead platinum blond, George looked worn out, the crow’s-feet around his bloodshot eyes prominent, the sagging of his cheeks bearing testimony to his excesses. A phrase Lacy used came to mind: “Mutton dressed as lamb.”

The saddest thing? Jasper had gone home with him before. He knew the weed was just the start. That would be followed by a shot of G, maybe a pipeful of meth, both of which Jasper would politely refuse with an “I’m good.” Even at his young age, he’d seen too many lives destroyed by those drugs.

Jasper didn’t need that stuff, especially not if it made you look like old George here. And it would, Jasper knew, because he’d seen that story played out far too many times. Sad.

“Ah, I think I’m gonna just head home and crash.”

Luc/George frowned, rubbing at a sticky spot on the bar with a rag. “If you change your mind, the offer’s always good. And you know where I live. It’s walking distance, over on Argyle.” He winked, grinned, and walked away to do whatever he needed to do to finalize another night at the bar.

Jasper wondered how many other guys he’d invited over. Another thing he knew about George/Luc—he was a proponent of the old saw “the more the merrier.” He also wasn’t picky.

With the lights on, Carlton’s was revealed for the sad little room it really was. Jasper said, “I’m beat. Gonna head up north—home.” He hoisted himself the rest of the way off the barstool and headed out into the night.

Clark Street, at this hour, was deserted. Even the traffic had slowed to a car or two every few minutes. Jasper had a couple of choices. He could hoof it over to the L stop at Foster, a few blocks south and east, or he could wait for a bus to come along. A number 22 could roll up within five minutes—or an hour. This late, the buses were unpredictable. Two could show up, one behind the other, and then there wouldn’t be another for over an hour.

What the hell? He had his phone and could peruse Instagram or Twitter while he waited for the bus. He had a Gregg Olsen true-crime book on his Kindle app. He was too tired to walk the half dozen or more blocks to the L. Besides, who knew how long he might have to wait for a train once he got to the station anyway? It would all balance out, right?

Even though it was late March and Chicago could be brutal at this time of year, the evening was actually sort of pleasant. Jasper had worn his biker jacket and had sensibly brought along a stocking cap and gloves, which he now donned. The air was crisp, yet a little damp from the piles of dirty melting snow in the gutter. The moon above was a wisp of a crescent, silver. Jasper knew there were stars up there, but light pollution hid them from his view. Louise, the next-door neighbor who had pretty much raised him, had once told him, “The stars are always there, honey. You might not be able to see ’em, but they’re there, just waiting for you to bask in their brilliance. You remember that.” Jasper smiled.

He was about to post a selfie he’d just taken, his cheeks high with winter color, when a black car guided to the curb. It was a Lexus, and the windows were tinted.

Jasper took a cautious step back as the window on the passenger side descended.

“You need a lift?” a gruff voice floated out from the car’s interior, one that sounded scarred by too many cigarettes.

Jasper stooped down a little to peer inside. It was too dark to see much, but the dashboard light illuminated enough to reveal a pot-bellied guy behind the driver’s wheel. He had a head of thick, short salt-and-pepper hair and a goatee, almost all white. He was smiling, but as Jasper moved a little closer to the car, he could see the smile didn’t reach the guy’s dark eyes.

Jasper shivered. “I’m okay. The bus should be along any minute.” Jasper peered south on Clark, which was woefully empty.

Way down, he spied a taxi pulling over to pick up a fare. He wished he had enough money to afford a cab.

“The bus? C’mon, man! You’ll freeze your ass off. Where you goin’?”

The guy had his car radio tuned to some easy-listening station. Elevator music floated out. Jasper glanced behind himself, wishing someone else would emerge from the bar.

“Just up north a bit. Rogers Park.”

“It’s on my way. Hop in.” The guy leaned across the seat to open the door.

And now Jasper was confronted with a dilemma he knew well. The doing-something-I-shouldn’t-but-doing-it-anyway-just-to-be-polite thing. Jasper had gone home with guys he wasn’t attracted to in the past because it would have been more awkward to say no. He invariably regretted the choice he’d made and always told himself it made no sense, because he only gave the poor guy hope when there was none to be had.

These were the thoughts that accompanied him as he slid into the Lexus and closed the door.

Immediately, Jasper felt too warm. And the guy’s resemblance to another killer, one known well around Chicago and not nearly as sexy as Andrew Cunanan, rose up to chill Jasper despite the car’s heat—John Wayne Gacy.

Gacy was dead. But from his reading, Jasper thought this was just the kind of move Gacy would have pulled, back when he lived over on the west side. And Jasper would have been just his type too.

“Too warm?”

Jasper nodded. His mouth was suddenly dry.

“I’m Jerry, by the way. Jerry Mathias.” He stuck his hand out, and Jasper shook it.

“Jazz.” Jasper wasn’t going to give him a last name, nor even his real first one.

“Jazz man!” Jerry sang and then laughed. “You know the song?”

Jasper shook his head, wondering if he could just hop out at the next stoplight or stop sign.

“Carole King!” He laughed. “She was probably before your time.”

Jerry turned down the heat and clicked the radio off. “Where am I taking you, buddy?”

Jasper was about to blurt, “Uh-uh, you’re not taking me anywhere.” But then he realized the guy wanted to know where to drop him off; at least that’s what he hoped. “You can just let me out at the corner of Ashland and Fargo. Is that okay?” He didn’t want the guy to know exactly where he lived. He wasn’t sure why. Lacy would say, “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you.”

On the short ride north, though, Jasper had to let go of his paranoia and fear. The guy actually started to come across as sort of nice, warm in a fatherly way Jasper had never known. He asked Jasper all about his life, his work, his living situation, but nothing so personal that it was creepy.

And when they were nearing the intersection where Jasper would depart, the guy smiled at him and said, “Kid, you know I can drop you off at your front door. I’m not out to get you. I have a son older than you. Pretty as you are, you’re way too young for the likes of me.” He chuckled. “For one, I probably couldn’t keep up with you even if you were interested, and number two, and don’t take offense, but I like my men on the more mature side.” He chuckled again. “Ones I don’t have to explain who Carole King is.”

“Make a left,” Jasper said.

He directed Jerry to his front door. He was no longer worried about him. Jasper’s gut told him the guy was harmless, and his gut was almost always right.

“Thanks.” Jasper threw open the door.

“You’re welcome. But kid?”

“Yeah?”

“You got lucky tonight. Old Jerry is as harmless as a pussycat. But the next car that pulls over might have a mountain lion in it, or worse.”

“Good advice.” Jasper swung his legs out of the vehicle.

“You take care now. Stay out of the bars. They’ll make you old before your time.”

Jasper looked over. “Is being old really so bad?” He felt heat rise to his face. “Not that I’m calling you old, of course—”

Jerry cut him off with a guffaw. “Ah, I’m old all right. Just turned sixty at Christmastime. No shame in that. But you want to enjoy your youth. I’m just saying, find another pretty boy your own age, and have the fireworks that you can only have in your twenties.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“I know. And you won’t until you’re my age. Good night, Jazz.”

There was nothing more to say, so Jasper got out of the car. He stood for a long time, watching the black Lexus until it rounded the corner at Paulina.

Jasper turned toward his front door while groping around in his pocket for his keys. As he opened the door, he wondered what it would be like to drive a Lexus, to be warm on a winter’s night, to offer sage advice to a pretty boy who had no idea about where his life was going. What kind of home would Jerry Mathias return to tonight? One of those mansions along the lakeshore in Evanston, Wilmette, Winnetka? Or would he turn south and head over to Lake Shore Drive and lay his head down in some tower in the sky, with city and lake views?

As he started up the stairs to his apartment, he heard the click of the dead bolt being thrown and the creak of his front door opening. Even though he couldn’t see her, he could visualize Lacy in her quilted bathrobe, standing at the door, arms crossed. All the makeup tissued off her face, she’d look wan, a little frightened, her dark eyes bright. He’d seen this vision of her enough times to know what it looked like without actually seeing it.

She called down to him as he wearily mounted the stairs. “I’m so glad you’re home. I was worried.”

Jasper smirked and rolled his eyes. “I thought you weren’t going to wait up.”

“I didn’t. I fell asleep and had a bad dream about you.”

“Oh?” Jasper brushed by her in the doorway, heading for the living room. He plopped down on the couch to take his shoes off.

Lacy came to sit near him. “Yeah, I dreamed some guy picked you up in a black car. He drove you to some park along the lakefront.”

Her words gave Jasper a chill, but he didn’t want it to show. “Wouldn’t be the first time.” The lakeside parks along the north side of town were notorious for cruising and had been for many years.

“He slit your throat.”

“Gah! That’s horrible!”

“I know, right? I woke up crying.”

Jasper moved down the couch and took Lacy in his arms, which is what he supposed she’d expected all along. He pulled away only long enough to say, “Want me to sleep with you tonight?”

She grinned. “You mean, like, as in sex?”

He punched her arm. “No, silly. And you know that’s not what I meant.”

She stood and held out her hand. “Come on, it’s time for platonic bedtime. My favorite.”

Jasper took her hand and followed her into her bedroom, pretending not to notice the look of sadness stamped on her doughy features.


Chapter Two

When Jasper awoke on Wednesday morning, he was in his own bed. The quality of the sunlight streaming in through the slats in his partially open mini blinds told him it was late morning. He sat up and yawned, stretching. Wednesdays he didn’t need to be in at the store until after lunch. He remembered crawling into bed with Lacy last night. She’d wrapped her arms around him, spooning against his back, and he’d immediately fallen asleep.

What he didn’t recall was getting up at some point and getting in his own bed. He supposed it must have happened during a late-night run to the bathroom.

Lately, Lacy was finding more and more excuses to get him into bed with her. Even if it was just platonic, Jasper knew it probably wasn’t such a healthy thing and that he should put a stop to it, or at least curtail it. She already called him her “Will” and her “gay husband.” She didn’t need the additional encouragement of having him in her bed every night. How would she ever find a man of her own?

More importantly: How would he?

Besides, he’d made the dining room into his own bedroom—and it was only a few feet from Lacy’s room. To get to the other, they need only traverse a distance of about thirty or so steps. They were close enough that they could talk to each other from their respective beds, as long as an L train wasn’t thundering by.

As his feet hit the hardwood floor beneath his bed, he had three thoughts.

The first was coffee. He needed some desperately. When he’d moved in with Lacy, he hadn’t even liked the stuff, but she quickly made an addict out of him. Now he just couldn’t seem to get himself going without at least one good cup of dark roast in him, especially after a night of imbibing. Lacy turned up her nose at what he poured into his morning brew and called him a kid, but he still needed to “enhance” his morning joe with french vanilla creamer and not one, not two, but three teaspoons of sugar. “You’re not drinking coffee. You’re drinking a mocha shake,” Lacy would chide him, the steam rising from her own unadulterated black coffee.
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